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Abstract  
•  Purpose: This paper extends the literature on wicked problems in consumer research by 
exploring athlete and consumer vulnerability in sport and the potential role that social 
marketing can play in addressing this problem.  
•  Design/methodology/approach: This paper conceptualises the wicked problem of athlete 
and consumer vulnerability in sport, proposing a multi-theoretical approach to social 
marketing, incorporating insights from stakeholder theory, systems theory and cocreation to 
tackle this complex problem. 
•  Findings: Sport provides a rich context for exploring a social marketing approach to a 
wicked problem as it operates in a complex ecosystem with multiple stakeholders with 
differing, and sometimes conflicting, objectives. It is proposed that consumers, particularly 
those that are highly identified fans, are key stakeholders that have both facilitated the 
problematic nature of the sport system and been rendered vulnerable as a result.  Further, a 
form of consumer vulnerability also extends to athletes as the evolution of the sport system 
has led them to engage in harmful consumption behaviours. Social marketing, with its 
strategic and multi-faceted focus on facilitating social good, is an apt approach to tackle 
behavioural change at multiple levels within the sport system. 
•  Practical implications: Sport managers, public health practitioners and policymakers are 
given insight into the key drivers of a growing wicked problem as well as the potential for 
social marketing to mitigate harm. 
•  Originality/value: This paper is the first to identify and explicate a wicked problem in 
sport. More generally it extends insight into wicked problems in consumer research by 
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examining a case whereby the consumer is both complicit in, and made vulnerable by, the 
creation of a wicked problem. This paper is the first to explore the use of social marketing in 
managing wicked problems in sport.  
Key Words: Sport, Wicked Problems, Consumer vulnerability, Stakeholder Theory, Social 
Marketing 
Paper Type: Conceptual 
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Introduction  
Sport provides many and varied benefits. Participation is associated with positive health 
outcomes and the development of aspirational qualities such as team work, leadership, 
perseverance and the pursuit of excellence (Eime et al., 2013; Holt et al., 2009). 
Spectatorship and fandom offer entertainment, camaraderie and the shaping of identities 
(Stewart and Smith, 2000). Sport also has an alluring representative role, symbolically 
uniting communities and nations in support of athletes and teams and can even build bridges 
between countries and cultures (Tomlinson and Young, 2006). However, sport is increasingly 
plagued by a range of issues that reveal a dark side (Bloodworth and McNamee, 2010). These 
issues, as outlined in this paper, include allegations of athlete doping and match fixing and 
amplified consumer exposure to risky products such as alcohol and gambling (Stavros et al., 
2016). Further, the increasingly commercial and pressurized environment of the sport system 
has contributed to problematic and anti-social behaviour by athletes not only within the sport 
arena but also outside of it (Fincoeur et al., 2013; Stewart and Smith, 2014).  As well as being 
detrimental to the athletes concerned, this behaviour, which includes sexual assault, drug use, 
driving while intoxicated and illegal gambling, has wider implications for potentially 
normalising or desensitising undesirable behaviour in the community, which looks to sport 
for their heroes and role models (Parry, 2009; Rojek, 2006). Essentially this dark side runs 
counter to sport’s positive social and cultural role in society, creating an environment that can 
render both athletes and fans vulnerable to behaviour that may compromise or threaten their 
well-being (Gucciardi et al., 2010).  
 The complexity of the sport system, including the varying interests and motivations of 
its multiple stakeholders, suggests that addressing this dark side of sport is emblematic of a 
wicked problem. A wicked problem is novel and unique, has no right or wrong answer, can 
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be considered the symptom of another problem, carries no test for a solution or alternative, 
enumerable options and each solution is a discrete operation with no chance to build on trial 
and error (Conklin, 2006). Such a problem is one that is thus rarely, if ever solved. Its fluid, 
contradictory and amorphous nature is likely to impact significantly on society, but is often 
overlooked when solutions are sought given its complex and non-definitive formulation 
(Rittel and Webber, 1973).  In the academic literature, wicked problems have been 
characterised as “ill-structured issues that have human relationships and interactions at their 
centre” (McGregor, 2012, p. 65) and involve complex social and political factors.  These 
problems are difficult to define as they include multiple stakeholders with differing, and 
sometimes conflicting, perspectives on the issue as well as on the potential solutions 
(McGregor, 2012).  
 This conceptual paper seeks to contribute to the current understanding of wicked 
problems in consumer research by examining emerging social problems in the context of 
professional sport, from both consumer and athlete perspectives. The sport industry presents a 
rich case study for the impact of wicked problems given sport’s deep social and cultural roots 
and its major commercial implications across both business and consumer sectors. We 
highlight the multi-aspects of the problem and the characteristics which suggest that the 
problem is indeed wicked. In unpacking these dynamic challenges and explicating the 
significant cultural and social role of sport, an interrelated and deep complexity is revealed 
where commercial motives, varied stakeholder motivations and fan passion can drive 
deleterious consumption choices by both athletes and sport consumers.  A potentially 
damaging pattern is formed where rising consumer expectations collide with athlete demands 
and endeavours to propagate a system where vulnerability is manifested. 
 It is posited that sport consumers, as part of the sport system, are not only culpable for 
co-creating an increasingly problematic sport environment due to their demands, but in doing 
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so have rendered themselves vulnerable as a result.  The concept of consumer vulnerability 
has been described as “a state of powerlessness that arises from an imbalance in marketplace 
interactions or from the consumption of marketing messages and products” (Baker et al., 
2005, p.7).  An expanded perspective on consumer vulnerability suggests that it can be 
context specific and extends to consumers that do not have the ability or knowledge to make 
choices in their best interests, despite having the economic resources to do so (Shultz and 
Holbrook, 2009). In the context of the sport product, it appears to have evolved in a manner 
that reduces the power or ability of some consumers, particularly those who are highly 
engaged with sport or a sporting team, to pursue consumption goals and choices that benefit 
their well-being.  Importantly, it is proposed that this concept of vulnerability extends to the 
athletes who also may suffer a reduced ability to make beneficial consumption choices, and 
in fact may engage in potentially risky behaviours, as a result of the pressures brought to bear 
by various stakeholders in the sport system, including consumer expectations of heightened 
levels of sport performance.  
  Given the wicked nature of this problem, and the duality it exposes in affecting both 
consumers and athletes, a multi-faceted approach to developing potential solutions is 
required.  Our aim is to propose the use of a social marketing to address this wicked problem 
in sport, supported by a multi-theoretical approach that recognises a) the importance of 
diverse stakeholders; b) the need to co-create solutions with these stakeholders; and c) the 
dynamic nature of the sport system in which these stakeholders operate.  
 Stakeholder theory is a useful lens for identifying stakeholders and their motives, and 
is therefore relevant for developing efficiently resourced, robust social marketing 
interventions aimed at limiting wicked problems inherent in sport. While acknowledging that 
the nature of wicked problems may defy solutions, it is suggested that a multi-theoretical 
approach to social marketing may be valuable in tackling the problem from a holistic 
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perspective. Social marketing has been defined as a “comprehensive, strategic and multi-
faceted marketing based approach to facilitate or maintain social good” (French and Gordon, 
2015, p. 20). Strategic social marketing acknowledges the complex network of stakeholders 
and influences that impact on human behaviour and the need to engage this network in 
developing solutions to social problems that provide value for all stakeholders. As such, the 
application of stakeholder and systems theory, as well as the concept of value cocreation, can 
provide valuable insight in developing effective social marketing strategies to address wicked 
problems. Also relevant is the macro social marketing perspective which seeks to effect 
system wide change by tackling the institutional norms that propagate the problematic issues 
associated with sport. Macro social marketing focuses on change at a societal rather than 
individual level, however the latter can occur as a result of this broader transformation 
(Kennedy, 2015). From a managerial perspective, this paper provides valuable insight to a 
global sporting industry that commands billions of dollars in consumptive experiences but 
must be mindful of navigating the conflicting interests of its varied stakeholders.  
 This paper is organised as follows.  First, a brief background is presented on the 
context of the modern sport environment in which the wicked problem has emerged.  Next, 
the challenges faced by athletes are outlined demonstrating how they have rendered the 
athlete vulnerable to harmful consumption behaviours, both within and outside of sport.  The 
equally vulnerable state of the sport consumer is then articulated. Finally, a multi-theoretical 
approach to social marketing is proposed to address the complex nature of this wicked 
problem.  Given the intricate constellation of stakeholders embedded in the sport system, to 
effect behaviour change to improve societal outcomes requires a holistic focus across macro, 
meso and micro levels.  These strategies should aim to effect change at the individual sport 
consumer level as well as the larger institutions and environment in which the wicked 
problem occurs.  
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Background and current sport environment  
Sport managers have long argued that their product is relatively unique and encumbered with 
a set of challenging characteristics. These include an ephemeral and experiential consumption 
and a highly variable and idiosyncratic market consisting of a myriad of stakeholders, many 
of which consider themselves highly invested through emotional attachment (Mullin, 1985). 
While Smith and Stewart (2010) revisited these characteristics and surmised that the industry 
had broadly stepped into line with general entertainment offerings, numerous challenges 
remain, including assessing and managing the impact that sport has within society as an 
amplification tool for various connected consumptive behaviours. 
 This argument for uniqueness in sport’s operations is nuanced. While the management 
of sport can be aligned to a set of common business tools and practices (Hoye et al., 2008), 
the contextual nature of sporting activity is deeply ingrained in cultural and social practices 
that often go back centuries. These lead to an argument for the ‘specificity of sport’ as 
pronounced by the Nice Declaration on Sport (European Council, 2000) which recognised 
that sport goes well beyond a leisure or pastime and is a significant cultural institution in its 
own right, providing important social benefits to a wide range of communities. As Shank 
(2009, p.7) notes, “sport has become one of the most important and universal institutions in 
our society”, linking together industries, governments and consumers in mutually-beneficial, 
increasingly visible and highly valuable ways. These range from sport’s mediating role as an 
avenue for social justice and facilitator of health through participation, right through to its 
attractive qualities for brand alignment and mass communication (Eime et al., 2013; Widdop 
et al., 2016). 
 Sport’s modern commercial power is closely linked to its attractiveness to media 
operators seeking to satiate their commercial communication networks with desirable, live-
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action and immersive content (Hutchins and Rowe, 2012; Milne, 2016). These platforms, 
from established analogue players to new digital operators, see their audiences as networks of 
brands and consumers that can be parlayed together when an attractive product such as sport 
is on offer. As a result, despite the fragmentation of broadcast platforms, a plethora of sports 
are commanding increasingly strong sums for transmission rights (Evens et al., 2013). 
 By and large the sophistication of the industry is a conflux of marketing and 
management knowledge connecting desirable entertainment options (sport) to engaged 
consumers (sport fans and participants) who often act with enormous passion and high levels 
of involvement. Sport can, as a result, be addictive as a form of vicarious engagement with 
substantial power in creating high-levels of emotional identification that come replete with 
low-levels of demand elasticity (Krautmann and Berri, 2007). The cultural and societal 
entrenchment of sport adds further layers of complexity that provide a gamut of socially 
reflective and challenging issues, ranging from alcohol consumption, gambling association, 
gender equality, racism, role-modelling, social norms, the integrity of competition, and public 
spending priorities, that affect both consumers and athletes. 
 The highly-charged pervasiveness of sport is both commercially and socially 
desirable, but also is reflected in the levels of government and institutional connection to 
sport on a variety of levels. Sport as a purely athletic endeavour has no real ‘owner’ in a 
business sense, but merely a procession of custodians and stakeholders who seek to extract 
value from the role it plays in society.  Governments therefore feel obliged to contribute as 
mediators, and typically are connected to sport in some way at all levels, from local councils 
and townships providing playing fields, state bodies funding events and major stadia and 
federal levels contributing to funding, policy and governance. Nestled in with these bodies 
are other layers of sport governing bodies and a plethora of administrative leagues and 
associations representing fans, participants and other stakeholders. 
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 The sport system with its complex network of stakeholders with both individual and 
interdependent goals brings with it key challenges. The premise of this paper is that this 
complex system has created: a) an environment which compels athletes to engage in risky 
consumption behaviours and b) that sport consumers are complicit in the increasing 
commercialisation of sport, which both exacerbates the pressures on athletes and which 
inflicts potentially harmful consumptive experiences (or vulnerability) on consumers 
themselves.  
 
Athlete Vulnerability in Sport 
Sport is an embodied performance genre that deifies and immortalizes the human condition. 
It represents a quintessential physical demonstration of ‘natural drives’ that are manifest in a 
spectacular collision of competition and corporeality. Faster, higher and stronger, as the 
Olympic ideal proclaims, stand alongside fortune, fame and favour. In evaluating this socio-
cultural phenomenon, it would be naïve to overlook the detrimental impacts of hyper-
competitive sport (Denham, 2015). At the core of this sport-entertainment complex is a 
culture that lionizes success, lauds physical sacrifice, relishes violence, prescribes ideals of 
masculinity, resists gender equality, and embraces excess (Assael, 2007). It is a mass-
mediated ritual through which dominant values, alluring myths and antiquated stereotypes are 
given centre stage (Gleaves and Llewellyn, 2013).  
 Integral to the culture of high performance sport are success, victory and dominance 
over others. These competitive drives bond team members and institutionalise rivalries. 
Hyper-professional sporting culture idealises the outer limits of physical capacity, where 
courage, risk, pain and aggression are idolised. As a result, athletes venture beyond 
established limits in their quest to achieve results that provide glory and—where possible—a 
massive pay cheque. A mythopoeiac expectation of success, combined with omertà-like 
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loyalty to club and peers, has the capacity to compromise both ethical self-reflection and 
rational self-control (Andrews and Silk, 2012; Newman and Giardina, 2011). With profound 
external and internal pressures driven by consumers who expect ever-increasing levels of 
entertainment and achievement, leading athletes are easily seduced by virtually any new 
technology, training, supplement or substance that might enhance their capacity to perform 
and, by extension, to raise their standing in the sport-entertainment community.  
 It is not just fans demanding excellence. Coaches, journalists and the broader sporting 
system of teams, leagues, administrators, broadcasters sponsors and commercial partners 
insist on what is (for most athletes) unsustainable levels of achievement, yet at the same time 
emphasise that failure is unacceptable. Disciplines such as elite cycling, for example, 
embrace cutting edge medical and scientific support, including essential contributions from 
physicians, support therapists, sport scientists, bio-mechanists and engineers (Brissonneau, 
2006; Waddington and Smith, 2008). As a result of such pressures, athletes find themselves 
in a sporting environment where medical treatments and substances to enhance recovery and 
sustain performance are promoted as never before. Based on a meta-analysis of available 
international studies, more than 90 per cent of all people who play sport, irrespective of 
performance level, have used some form of performance enhancing substances (PES) to 
pursue a competitive benefit at some time in their sporting lives (Stewart and Smith, 2014). 
In fact, for athletes in receipt of PES, their first experience is most often from a trusted source 
(Laure and Binsinger, 2005).  
 Further, since coaches and managers have a vested interest in getting injured athletes 
back on the field of play in the shortest possible time to satiate the needs of consumers and 
the sporting commercialism they drive, doctors are under an implied pressure to admit 
permitted—and sometimes banned—pain-killing and anti-inflammatory drugs to accelerate 
that process. A suite of studies on the impact of commercial incentives on athletes’ 
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behaviours have highlighted ‘win at all costs’ behavioural consequences, from the ruthless 
pursuit of lucrative sponsorships to an obsessive experimentation with training technologies 
and recovery modalities (Bairner, 2003; Belk, 1996; Gems, 1999; van Bottenburg, 2003). 
  Since professional sport is heavily organised around revenue opportunities, market 
conditions can further influence the normative behaviour of athletes (Li et al., 2001), 
whereupon the use of PES becomes routine (Aghion and Williamson, 1999). Elite athletes 
have reported that in order to reach the highest levels of performance it is necessary to go 
beyond “naturally evolved talent” by strategically employing PES (Cooper, 2012, p. 22). For 
example, in road cycling it has been widely acknowledged that some “serious” substance use 
was needed to remain “in the saddle” (Jeukendrup and Tipton, 2009, p. 186; Jones, 2010). 
Lentillon-Kaestner and Carstairs (2010, p. 338) found that “all of the young cyclists ... took 
some [banned] products to improve their performance”, and it was widely believed that it 
“would not be possible to perform … without their use” (p. 342). Athletes from the lower 
levels of sport have indicated that in order to transition to the next level, additional PES use 
would be essential because at the professional and elite ranks it was assumed that “anything 
goes” (Lentillon-Kaestner and Carstairs, 2010, p. 342). Based on this research, it appears that 
many athletes will experiment with almost any substance—banned or legal—if they believe it 
will improve their performances (Smith et al. 2010; Wiefferink et al., 2008). 
 With performance connected to so many seemingly desirable incentives, athletes are 
known to seek out ways in which to accommodate or deflect attainment pressures. For many 
decades, alcohol consumption has been used to manage the stresses associated with 
maintaining peak levels of performance (Buti and Fridman, 2001; Laure et al., 2004), 
especially for male athletes (Peretti-Watel et al., 2002). This was aligned with a sport culture 
that emphasised a ‘work hard, play hard’ ethos (Stewart et al., 2004) as well as a ‘hyper-
masculine’ ideal that disregards some forms of anti-social behaviour such as gambling and 
12 
 
aggression (Fincoeur et al., 2013; Stewart and Smith, 2014). Perhaps it is no surprise that, in 
an effort to ‘escape’ from the pressure cooker existence of professional sport, some athletes 
have resorted to illicit drugs such as cannabis, cocaine and ecstasy.  Other research has 
revealed a linear causality between competitive pressures and psychological, social and 
economic returns (Wenner 1998; Wilson 1990; Wright 1999). According to Waddington 
(2000, p.4), “sport is played for higher, sometimes much higher stakes, whether these be 
economic, political-national, personal or a combination of all three.” Commercialisation has 
ostensibly created a market in which an athlete’s rewards will mirror his or her performance 
(Stewart, 2007). 
 In essence professional sport has workplace constraints and community expectations 
that make it a uniquely complex and contradictory environment for athletes (Volkwein, 
1995). They are required to be exemplary performers on the field and, whether they like it or 
not, ‘role models’ in society off the field (Parry, 2009). In order to achieve this, sport 
organisations survey and micro-manage athletes’ working lives, and purposefully intrude into 
their private lives (Zaksaite, 2012). The media glorifies those who succeed on the field, but 
have an almost perverse interest in the lives of players off the field, particularly if these 
details can form some form of ‘inside story’ on troubled behaviours (Rojek, 2006). A 
salacious media can willingly exaggerate public outrage at the imperfections of athletes, 
using social media to instantly cast aspersion, innuendo and supposed community values 
(Smith and Stewart, 2012). Athletes need to manage risk and compliance as never before. 
The workplace culture of professional sport places enormous constraints over exercise, diet 
and personal responsibility for following increasingly complex rules. Concurrently, there are 
expectations from the community to win, to show character under pressure, to lose 
graciously, and to be a source of admiration both in and outside of sport (Hamilton and 
Coyle, 2012). Above all consumers want higher levels of achievement, their desire for sport’s 
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intoxicating competitive juices and the eustress it produces insatiable.  With such heightened 
expectations is it any wonder that many athletes can fall from that lofty pedestal?  
   
Consumer vulnerability in sport 
The previous section describes how the collective actions of consumers and other key 
stakeholders, such as sport owners and managers as well as the media, have co-created a 
system that encourages athletes to engage in a range of harmful behaviours. However, this 
system does not just put athletes in a vulnerable situation; it also has the potential to harm the 
consumers that have contributed to its development. Various elements of the sport 
consumption experience may contribute to the emergence of consumer vulnerability, 
including fan identification with sport teams, the motivation for sport consumption and the 
influence of endorsements made by professional athletes.  
 Team identification is the degree to which an individual’s sense of self becomes 
vested in their sports team (Wann, 2006). A fan with a high level of identification, for 
instance, will feel a heightened sense of belonging and attachment to their team (Wann and 
Branscombe, 1993) and will base their self-esteem, in part, on how their team performs 
(Wann et al., 2001). In light of this phenomenon, it is perhaps unsurprising to note that fans 
with higher levels of team identification tend to have greater recognition of, knowledge 
about, and more positive attitudes and satisfaction towards team sponsors (Fink et al., 2009; 
Gwinner and Swanson, 2003). For example, Madrigal (2003) found that high team 
identification was associated with greater purchase intentions towards the products of the 
sponsoring brand. Unfortunately, and as alluded to earlier, many sports teams have developed 
sponsorship arrangements with brands of risky products that, if over-consumed, could give 
rise to consumer harms (Maher et al., 2006; Lindsay et al., 2013). High levels of team 
identification may consequently lay the foundation for consumer vulnerability by increasing 
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their propensity to purchase goods that are inconsistent with the pursuit of health and 
wellbeing. For example, and on the basis of this theorizing, if a team were to develop a 
sponsorship arrangement with a fast food retailer, an individual who identified highly with 
that team will increase their consumption of this product.  
 Wann (1995) identified both eustress and the entertainment value of sport as central 
motivations for becoming a sports fan. By itself, entertainment as a motivation is relatively 
innocuous in that it is relevant to other recreational pastimes that consumers may adopt, such 
as seeing a movie or attending an amusement park (Wann, 1995).  However, its combination 
with eustress elevates it to a far more potent level where more complex levels of attraction 
and arousal are activated. Eustress is described as ‘‘the human need for positive stress and 
psychological arousal’’ (Smith and Stewart, 2007, p.158). In essence, it is a conflation of 
pleasure and anxiety, which are common emotions linked to the sport fan experience given 
the inherent connection to other fans, athletes, competitive tensions and unpredictable 
outcomes that exist (Stavros et al., 2014). 
 These interrelated motivations can render consumers vulnerable when potentially 
harmful products are promoted as a means for further enhancing the entertainment, 
attractiveness and arousing experience of sport consumption. Increasing commercialisation 
has fostered greater promotional and sponsorship arrangements with ‘risky’ products which 
amplifies consumer exposure and support of unhealthy food, alcohol and gambling (e.g., 
Biscaia et al., 2013). Not only is the promotion of these products visible during live or 
televised viewing of sporting matches and events, they are often consumed as part of a 
blended sport experience.  
 Two notable examples are gambling and alcohol, products frequently consumed 
alongside a sporting event as a means of enhancing the entertainment value of those events 
(Gee et al., 2013; Monaghan and Derevensky, 2008). Not surprisingly therefore these 
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industries are also the two most common sponsors of professional sporting leagues and teams 
(Bestman et al., 2015; Maher et al., 2006; McKelvey, 2004). The pursuit of entertainment and 
the attraction of eustress through sport has the potential to predispose sports fans to products 
or services that, if over consumed, may prove detrimental to their health and wellbeing. 
 Consumer vulnerability may also occur as a result of the influence of endorsements 
made by professional athletes (Peetz et al., 2004; Veltri et al., 2003). Professional athletes are 
often portrayed as modern-day heroes or role models that possess various social or physical 
ideals (Lines, 2001), and these portrayals shape the symbolic meanings that become attached 
to those athletes (Darnell and Sparks, 2007). When athletes endorse a product, these 
meanings are transferred from the athlete to the product and ultimately have the effect of 
influencing how consumers perceive the product (see McCracken, 1989). Consumer 
vulnerability may consequently occur when products with the potential to cause harm are 
endorsed by athletes that are revered. For instance, consumer attitudes towards, and 
consumption of, energy dense and nutrient poor food items tends to increase when those 
items are endorsed by a sports celebrity (Boyland et al., 2013; Dixon et al., 2011). Thus, 
while professional athletes are usually associated with ideals such as physical fitness and 
health, the product endorsements may paradoxically promote the very antithesis of such 
lifestyles (Cornwell, 2008). Countering such an outcome is fraught with considerable 
difficulty. While some countries have prohibited sporting linkages with certain products – 
alcohol in France for example – the global marketing actions and activities of current or 
recently retired athletes for product endorsement is rampant.  
 
Summary of the wicked problem and implications for the role of social marketing  
The sports landscape is a dynamic system; an ecology that is impermanent and always 
evolving in response to forces such as globalisation and commercialisation, and internal 
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interactions among multiple and diverse stakeholders – and this is at the very heart of this 
wicked problem. These interactions are often simultaneous, reciprocal and may even be 
fraught with tensions derived from misaligned priorities and asymmetric transparency both 
among and between parties. While it has been acknowledged that a definitive solution to a 
wicked problem is unlikely, “partial and provisional responses” are realistic and can help 
manage complex situations (Head and Alford, 2015, p. 733).  As will be outlined in this 
section, social marketing lends itself to addressing complex, or wicked, social problems that 
are influenced by broader environmental contexts and feature multiple stakeholders. The key 
differentiating factor between social marketing and other types of social intervention is its 
marketing lens and consequently its focus on “social value creation through the exchange of 
social offerings” (French and Russell-Bennett, 2015, p. 149). This approach therefore seems 
appropriate in challenging existing behaviours and vulnerabilities that have emerged in sport 
largely as a result of a broader commercial marketing context. Further, we suggest that the 
effectiveness of social marketing can be enhanced by considering a multi-theoretical 
approach in designing solutions to wicked problems. There have been calls to extend theory 
use in social marketing beyond traditional sociological and psychological perspectives, and to 
take a macro-level outlook incorporating multiple stakeholders (Buyucek et al., 2016; Gordon 
and Gurrieri, 2014; Hoek and Jones, 2011; Rundle-Thiele, 2013). We propose that adopting 
perspectives from stakeholder theory, systems theory and the concepts of value creation and 
co-creation are both useful and complementary in addressing the challenges of the wicked 
problem of athlete and consumer vulnerability within the sport system. 
  Stakeholder theory recognises the importance of a network of stakeholders in the 
performance of an organisational entity. Proponents of this theory state that the organisation’s 
primary economic and social responsibility is to generate a positive return in terms of 
creating benefits for, and satisfying the needs of, its key constituents (e.g., Bouckaert and 
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Vandenhove, 1998; Rowley, 1997). Stakeholders include both organisations and individuals 
who can influence and be affected by an organisation’s actions (Freeman, 1999), however 
they can have disparate or even conflicting expectations (Jawahar and McLaughlin, 2001). 
While stakeholder management requires the “simultaneous attention to the legitimate 
interests of all stakeholders” (Donaldson and Preston, 1995, p.67), it is acknowledged that an 
organisation must prioritise and serve the needs of its most critical stakeholders to ensure 
their ongoing support. Hult et al. (2011) identify six stakeholder groups of interest to 
marketers: customers, suppliers, employees, regulators, shareholders and the local 
community. Managing these multiple groups is challenging. A narrow focus on customers or 
shareholders is often adopted due to the limitations of an organisation’s resources; however a 
broader view of stakeholders, as encompassing almost anyone including influencers such as 
competition, media and the government, becomes complex and impractical to manage 
(Mitchell, Agle and Wood, 1997). Stakeholder analysis can be used to identify stakeholders, 
their claims, motivations and relative importance, by evaluating the salient stakeholders’ 
levels of power, legitimacy and urgency related to the issue (Mitchell et al., 1997). Social 
marketers need to identify which stakeholders are integral to the success of a social marketing 
initiative, or could threaten its success, and the extent to which they could influence other 
stakeholder groups. It is critical to acknowledge that these levels of power, legitimacy and 
urgency may vary over time among different stakeholders, in response to different issues and 
priorities (Friedman et al., 2004). Consistent with the key principles of social marketing, 
stakeholder analysis should be informed by formative research designed to capture insights 
into the differing attitudes, motivations and decision making processes (French and Gordon, 
2015).  
 Some researchers have suggested that an individual or group is only a stakeholder 
when they are somehow “at risk” in relation to organisational activity (Clarkson, 1995) and 
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therefore can include any individual or group who is harmed. Polonsky and Ryan (1996) 
apply stakeholder theory to evaluate the types of harm that evolve along the diverse aspects 
of the chain in a social marketing setting. The authors argue that by identifying and targeting 
specific stakeholders, understanding of the negative consequences of exchanges can be 
overlaid across key social problems and more diverse stakeholders. The web of stakeholders 
can be categorised according to those who cause harm, those who are harmed and those who 
can assist with limiting the harm (Polonsky and Ryan, 1996). It is important to note that these 
groups may not be mutually exclusive, adding to the complexity of the system (Carrigan, 
1996). This is a holistic approach, given that the harm chain incorporates the interests of all 
relevant stakeholders and has been applied to several social marketing problems including 
environmental protection and anti-smoking (Polonsky and Ryan, 1996). In the sports context, 
a harm chain may involve a range of stakeholders, for example, athlete transgressions may 
harm the team, the sport, sponsoring brands, the fans and community. Applying stakeholder 
theory requires strategy development only after the members of the network have a clear 
understanding of the various interdependent connections (i.e., how the connections create 
harm as well as value) across all stakeholders (Greenley and Foxall, 1996; Polonsky, 1996).  
 In exploring the extent of stakeholder involvement in the context of interventions 
aimed at limiting harmful alcohol consumption, Buyucek et al. (2016) distinguish stakeholder 
theory from other complementary perspectives relevant to social marketing including systems 
thinking and co-creation. The authors advocate for the integration of a multi-stakeholder 
approach in downstream interventions which can guide and complement co-creation and 
systems based approaches by identifying and prioritising relevant actors in the system and 
working closely with them to design, plan and implement social marketing initiatives. 
Essentially stakeholder theory can act as a useful framework for assisting social marketers to 
manage the relationships in the system effectively across different forms of partnership. 
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These include alliances (Temple et al., 2008), initiatives (Hastings et al., 2002), coalitions 
(Singer and Kayson, 2004), partnerships (French and Gordon, 2015) and stakeholders (e.g., 
Domegan, 2013). The recent interest in the network view of marketing explicitly adopts a 
stakeholder perspective by recognising that effective management of complex networks and 
their incumbent interdependency creates long-term strategic advantage. Therefore, the overall 
success of the exchange network is dependent on the actions of all members, rather than on 
the actions of one member or a single exchange (Wilkinson and Young, 2002).  
 Aligned with stakeholder theory, Brennan, Previte and Fry (2015) propose a 
Behavioral Ecological Model to underpin social marketing. This model recognises and 
reflects the systems perspective and the interrelated need to examine the complex relational 
behaviours among stakeholder groups rather than individuals. This systems lens 
acknowledges that individual behaviour occurs within the context of historical, cultural, 
social, physical and environmental settings. The relational approach embedded here reflects a 
stakeholder perspective and ensures that subtle, interactive relationships in the market are 
captured and that both value creation and barriers to creation are identified and addressed.  
For example, the macro-system may include public policy, laws and regulations and societal 
systems. In the context of the wicked problem in sport, the individual behaviour and 
vulnerability of consumers and athletes occurs within this larger system which facilitates and 
enables this behaviour through cultural expectations, regulations concerning sponsorship and 
accessibility and acceptability of performance enhancing substances or products such as 
alcohol. At the meso-system level is the sport system itself which includes sporting bodies 
and governance systems, individual sport clubs, sponsors and even the media, all of which 
may have expectations and commercial priorities which run contrary to the interests or well-
being of other stakeholders such as sport consumers and athletes. At the micro-system level is 
the individual behaviour of athletes and fans and that of their immediate peer groups. A social 
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marketing approach cannot simply focus on one stakeholder group, for example athletes, 
without acknowledging the interaction and interrelationships between other groups within the 
system (Lefebvre, 2012).  
 The importance of a systems perspective has been highlighted in the context of 
understanding and coordinating systemic change across groups of individuals required to 
tackle complex or wicked social problems which are increasingly the focus of social 
marketing (Domegan et al., 2016; French and Gordon, 2015; Kennedy, 2015). Domegan et al. 
(2016, p.1127) argue for a systems perspective in social marketing that focuses on “top down, 
bottom up connections and relational approaches among all participants within the defined 
micro, meso and macro system.” Insight into all three system levels, and their “reciprocal 
influence”, is needed to provide a holistic understanding of the system and guide effective 
social marketing initiatives (Luca, Hibbert and McDonald, 2016, p.1145). Stakeholder theory 
enables this systems notion to embrace multiple perspectives, from identifying the issue, to 
comprehending its impacts and solutions. Inclusion of stakeholders in all stages of social 
marketing initiatives including intervention planning, implementation, and evaluation stages 
may enhance marketing outcomes (Buyucek et al., 2016). The community setting of sports 
can certainly be classified as a complex, dynamic system, given the plethora of stakeholders 
and the interactions between them.  For example, in relation to the issue of doping in sport, 
stakeholders include the federal government, coaches, athletes, administrators in the sport, 
owners, fans, community, media, sponsors and charitable partners, all lobbying for 
reconciliation of often divergent needs. The tension between fans’ demands for increasingly 
high performance and entertainment and athletes’ limits in delivering is at the heart of a 
system failure, when athletes are tempted to cheat to meet the expectations of other 
stakeholders. The ecosystem of sport can therefore be conceived as an enmeshed network in 
which each constituent is a stakeholder in other stakeholders’ systems (Rowley, 1997). The 
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identification of the members within an organisation’s environment is at the core of this 
perspective. Post et al. (2002) believe that firms must recognise the multiplicity and diversity 
of relationships and that any stakeholder can be critical, at any one particular time, with 
regards to a particular issue. Influencing major social change necessitates focusing on whole 
communities as spaces of intervention (Farquhar et al., 1985).    
 Previous stakeholder commentary has overlooked the bilateral nature of responsibility 
among parties in the system. Fassin (2012) suggests that the question of stakeholder influence 
can be framed as one of reciprocity, with stakeholders treating each other in a fair and 
responsible way and defines genuine stakeholders as loyal partners with mutually beneficial 
vision and objectives. This concept of stakeholder reciprocity aligns with the macro-social 
marketing and the systems perspective, given that these “micro” relationships simultaneously 
exist and mutually influence and interact in the context of the larger sports ecosystem. 
Kennedy (2015) suggests that enacting system level change of influential norms and 
institutions requires a partnership approach with key stakeholders to educate and influence, 
however it is also acknowledged that legislation may be required to further motivate or 
support this change. 
 Once system stakeholders are identified, addressing the wicked problem in sport 
requires an understanding of how to entice constituents into acting to facilitate not only 
individual well-being, but also the greater good. Changing or influencing behaviour is an 
incremental process that must consider people’s “current realities” and how a change in 
behaviour is relevant or beneficial to them (Lefebvre, 2011, p. 61). Social marketing requires 
an understanding of the concept of exchange, that is, what the individual stakeholder or 
stakeholder group needs to do and how they will benefit (French and Blair-Stevens, 2006).  
Further, social marketers need to adopt a relational approach, as opposed to transactional, to 
working with a range of stakeholder groups to engender sustainable social change that 
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focuses not only on the individual but the wider context influencing their behaviour 
(Hastings, 2003). 
 Aligned with this thinking is the concept of value cocreation, a central tenet of 
service-dominant (S-D) logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2008; 2016). The value cocreation process 
involves the organisation developing value propositions with the customer or beneficiary 
determining value upon consumption of a good or service (Payne, Storbacka and Frow, 
2008).  Value propositions are reciprocal in nature and value cocreation is an interactive, 
experiential and relational process (Ballantyne et al., 2011). Evolving thought in S-D logic 
has recognised the role of the broader “value network” of suppliers and other social and 
economic actors, or stakeholders, that contribute to the value cocreation process (Lusch, 
Vargo and Tanniru, 2010, p.20). According to the most recent update and extension of S-D 
logic, moving from a dyadic to a network perspective, Vargo and Lusch (2016, p. 8) propose 
the axiom that “Value is co-created by multiple actors, always including the beneficiary.” 
Facilitating value cocreation requires communication to develop common ground and invite 
collaboration, relational efforts to form social bonds and finally, the sharing of information to 
allow each actor or stakeholder to achieve their goals (Neghina et al., 2015).   
 The applicability of the value cocreation perspective also has been recognised in the 
context of social marketing. For example, Lefebvre (2012, p. 121) suggests that social 
marketing should focus on facilitating the cocreation of value in which individuals are seen as 
“co-producers or collaborators in adopting new behaviors or in quitting other ones, rather 
than as targets.” Domegan et al. (2013) have undertaken a critical exploration of the potential 
for the adoption of value cocreation in social marketing, highlighting both its compatibility as 
well as potential obstacles for social marketers. The authors suggest that social marketers 
need to understand what is of value to individuals and other stakeholders, work with these 
audiences to create value propositions and adopt a cocreative process to realise this value. 
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Essentially this approach advocates the need for “people becoming direct and active 
participants in social change”, as the reason behind the failure of many social marketing 
initiatives is the lack of stakeholder engagement in developing value propositions (Domegan 
et al., 2013, p. 241). The authors further propose that a value cocreation approach applied to 
social marketing would be iterative, with collaborative processes that would give relevant 
stakeholders a voice in defining the issue and co-designing initiatives or interventions which 
would then require a coordinated system of co-delivery.  While this perspective presents new 
opportunities for working with stakeholders and enhancing the effectiveness of social 
marketing strategies, Domegan et al. (2013) also identify a number of challenges including 
the ideological compatibility with social marketing in relation to the concept of value and the 
potential for this approach to result in compromise given the complexity of the context in 
which social marketers operate. However, emerging research has begun to provide insight 
into the application of value cocreation in a social marketing context (e.g., Luca et al., 2016; 
Zainuddin, Russell-Bennett, Previte, 2013).  
 Value cocreation may be a useful perspective to adopt in tackling the wicked problem 
of athlete and consumer vulnerability in sport. There is increasing recognition of the 
importance of collaboration and interaction between not only the fan/team dyad but also 
between other groups of stakeholders that form the sport value network (Woratschek, Horbel 
and Popp, 2014). That is, sport operates within a system where various actors, or 
stakeholders, work together to achieve mutually beneficial outcomes through interactions and 
the sharing of knowledge and other cultural resources.  As such, sport should be regarded as a 
platform where different actors cocreate value within a network (Woratschek et al., 2014). 
However, understanding what is of value to each group is challenging and stakeholder groups 
may not necessarily be homogeneous, despite sharing a common interest. For example, sport 
consumers represent a diverse population from a socio-demographic perspective and can be 
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segmented further on a spectrum of involvement with sport, from fanatics to casual spectators 
(Hunt et al., 1999). Consistent with key tenets of social marketing (French and Blair-Stevens, 
2006), a robust customer-oriented and segmented approach is required to stimulate behaviour 
change, not only among different stakeholder groups, but also within groups.  
Conclusion 
This paper is the first to articulate the wicked problem of athlete and consumer vulnerability 
in sport and to explore the potential role for a multi-theoretical approach to social marketing 
in mitigating this problem. The context of sport provides unique insight into the 
understanding of wicked problems in consumer research by exploring a complex social 
problem in which the consumer is both complicit in, and made vulnerable by, the problem. 
Further this concept of consumer vulnerability in sport extends to the athletes who are 
compelled by the nature of the sport system to engage in unhealthy behaviours.  Social 
marketing has emerged as a discipline which recognises the complexity of social problems 
and the need to engage and collaborate with multiple stakeholders at various levels of the 
social, economic and marketing systems.  Further, the concept of value cocreation may 
provide insight into the interactions and processes within the sport system that formulates 
value for the various stakeholders, or conversely introduces harm or vulnerability for some 
actors. While wicked problems by their nature cannot be readily solved, this paper advocates 
the efficacy of a social marketing approach, supported by insights from stakeholder theory, 
systems theory and value cocreation.   
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